Surprise-Attack Pro blem 


Curbing the Dangerous Comp 


By ALTON FRYE ——— 
The static level in Soviet- American com- 


munications remains high. It is not always... 
easy for one side to make out what the other 


really means. An important example arose 
this week: Soviet Defense Minister 
Ustinov seems to be saying that Moscow is 
moving to a “launch-on-warning policy” — 
a policy of triggering a nuclear attack on the 


basis of radar or satellite detection of an un« 


folding U.S. missile assault. i 
The message is hardly novel, but is im- 


Some observers are dismayed that’ ; 


portant. 
the Soviets would adopt such a 


policy. Some doubt that they could. Some No. 


believe that they already have. ' 


Soviet military planners have never = 


placed as much emphasis as Americans do 


on having forces capable of riding out a pos- 
sible nuclear strike. While they have sought — 


to make their weapons survivable, Soviet 


military authorities have usually stressed .. 


the promptness and massiveness of the 


“rebuff” that they would deliver to any | 
aggressor. Preparations for such a prompt | 


response are, however, virtually indistin- 


guishable from those for @ possible pre- — 
emptive strike, a fact that could become the | 


crucial instability in a superpower crisis. > 
It is widely thought in Western intel- 


ligence circles that Soviet strategic forces 
have not maintained the high readiness and . b 
alert posture that have prevailed in US. : 


nuclear forces. Ustinov’s statements 
suggest that this may no longer be the case. 
It may even be that the Soviet leadership 
has had to quell internal opposition to its 
recent pledge not to use nuclear weapons 
first by moving its forces to a higher state of 
readiness and by making clear that the 
United States would have no chance to 


destroy Soviet forces by a surprise strike, . 


These developments accelerate the erosion 
of mutual stability between the two 

Both the United States and the Soviet 
Union now find themselves subject to simi- 
lar compulsions growing out of technologi- 
cal and doctrinal change. Westerners have 
long seen worrisome tendencies in Soviet 
military writings, which 


strikes to disrupt an enemy’s capacity to 
respond. As Soviet strategic forces grew 
more numerous and more capable during 
the 1970s, concern mounted that the Soviets 
might actually entertain the notion of fight- 
ing and winning a nuclear war. Most strate- 
gic analysts are skeptical, but that concern 
came to dominate American policy in the 
Reagan Administration. 
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of. plans meriting urgent discussion, | 


if the goal of reductions remains © 
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